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Senate Majority Leader Robert J. 
Dole (R-Kan.) believes it is time to 
end a Small Business Administration 
program that helps minority owned 
businesses obtain federal contracts. 

“It has been abused, no doubt 
about it,” Dole said last week. “A lot 
of people have made a lot of money 
by finding someone in a minority 
group to sort of front for the effort. I 
do not believe that is right. I do not 
believe that is fair.” 

But in the mid-1980s. Dole and a 
top staffer made extensive efforts to 
help a former aide secure a $26 mil- 
lion contract under the same set- 
aside program that Dole now criticiz- 
es. 

A congressional investigation in 
1988 suggested that the contract 
was an example of the very abuses 
that Dole now criticizes. In particu- 
lar, the investigation questioned 
whether the former Dole staff aide, 
John Palmer, who is African Ameri- 
can, was serving as a front for a 
white businessman who was a close 
political ally of Dole’s. 

Rep. John J. LaFalce (D-N.Y.), 
then chairman of the House Small 
Business Committee, in 1988 de- 
scribed the incident as “replete with 
appearances of improper activities.” 

The activities of Dole and his of- 
fice in helping Palmer win the con- 
tract came under scrutiny during the 
1988 presidential campaign when a 
campaign aide to then-Vice Presi- 
dent George Bush said it was part of 
a “record of cronyism.” 

Two presidential campaigns later, 
with the future of government affir- 
mative action programs a hot topic 
and Dole again a candidate, the ac- 
tions of Dole and his office have 
come up in a different light: whether 
Dole's new stance of hostility toward 
such set-aside programs can be 
squared with his previous willingness 
to help Palmer take advantage of 
them. 

Dole’s office said in a written 
statement that the senator's “record 
on civil rights” gives credibility to his 
call for a reexamination of the pro- 
grams. The statement said Dole had 
the responsibility to “see to it that 


his constituents are treated fairly 
while working to change the sys- 
tem.” 

As he prepares to formally launch 
his presidential campaign next 
month, Dole has been a strong voice 
questioning affirmative action. In a 

floor speech last week, Dole said he 
would introduce legislation to bar the 
government from “granting prefer- 
ential treatment to any person sim- 
ply because of his or her membership 
in a certain favored group.” 

Dole’s current position on affirma- 
tive action contrasts with his earlier 
record in Congress. Dole last week 
called for undoing an executive order 
that requires federal contractors to 
establish “goals and timetables” for 
hiring minorities and women. When 
Reagan administration conservatives 
tried to get rid of the order a decade 
ago. Dole supported preserving it. 

Dole disputed a newspaper report 
that described his new position as an 
about-face, taking to the Senate floor 
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to assert that his record “does not, 
and should not, disqualify me from 
raising legitimate questions about 
the continuing effectiveness and fair- 
ness of affirmative action.” 

The 1988 report by the House 
Small Business Committee details a 
series of efforts by Dole’s office to 
help Palmer, an aide to Dole in Kan- 
sas in 1980-1982, obtain federal con- 
tracts under the set-aside program 
for small businesses owned by minor- 
ities. 

Palmer was denied entry into the 
program in October 1983 on the 
grounds that there were not any fed- 
eral contracts available that would be 



appropriate for his start-up business. 

The next month, Dole telephoned 
then-SBA Administrator James Sand- 
ers to ask the agency to help Palmar 
get a contract, according to Robert 
Lhulier, Sanders's chief of staff. Lhu- 
lier said Sanders immediately called 
him into his office to inform him of 
the Dole call and to expect a call 
from Dole’s administrative assistant, 
Mitchell Pettit. 

A meeting was set up for the next 
working day, attended by Palmer, 
Pettit, Lhulier, and another top aide 
to Sanders. Pettit told the others 
that “Senator Dole had an abiding in- 
terest in promoting the development 
of minority firms in Kansas, and mak- 


ing sure they did well,” the report 
said. 

The report outlines a series of 
telephone calls and other efforts over 
the next two years to assist P almar 
SBA officials continued to question 
whether his company, EDP Enter- 
prises, should be given a contract. 
The company was operating out of 
Palmer’s house, had a negative net 
worth, no sales and no experience in 
the food services field, the area in 
which Palmer was seeking federal 
contracts. 

Palmer was rejected again for ad- 
mission to the set-aside program, a 
decision that was reconsidered after 
an SBA employee was advised by an- 
other agency official that “the sena- 
tor” had a special interest in the mat- 
ter. 

After what were described as 
“persistent” efforts by Pettit, Palmer 
received a three-year, $26 million 
contract to supply mess halls at Fort 
Leonard Wood Army Base in Mis- 
souri. 

It was the largest food service 
contract awarded in the history of 
the minority set-aside program, al- 
though— because of his lack of expe- 
rience in the field— SBA officials had 
recommended that he receive no 
more than $62,500 in contracts dur- 
ing his first year. 

The Small Business Committee in- 
vestigation also generated concerns 
that Palmer’s involvement was as a 
“front” for a white businessman, Da- 
vid Owen. 

Owen ran Dole's Senate reelection 
campaigns in 1974 and 1980 and lat- 
er was national finance chairman of 
the 1988 Dole for President cam- 
paign before resigning amid disclo- 
sures that he may have benefited fi- 
nancially from his position as 
investment counselor to the blind 
trust of Elizabeth Hanford Dole, the 
senator’s wife. 

Owen wrote to small business ad- 
ministrator Sanders in 1984 on sta- 
tionery of the Kansas Republican 
Party, which he chaired, promoting 
Palmer’s bid for the Fort Leonard 
Wood contract. “He can be a real as- 
set to the Republican Party, and I 
know Senator Dole is supportive of 
his endeavors,” Owen wrote. 

Congressional investigators de- 
tailed 13 ties between Palmer and 
Owen that they said “raise the issue 
that Owen, rather than Palmer, had 
de facto control of EDP Enterprises.” 
The matter was referred to the SBA 
inspector general and the FBI. No 
prosecution resulted. 



